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Is Hunger in the World on the Rise?
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In its latest report on food insecurity, the FAQ asserted that 915 million people were undernourished in 2008, and the figure is estimated to rise to

1.02 billion in 2009. The alarming numbers raise the twin questions of how the estimates are derived and how reliable they are.

An accurate assessment of the overall prevalence of undernutrition is important for monitor-
ing progress on the Millennium Development Goals. Policy-makers also need a solid basis for
deciding the type of interventions required to improve the situation.

The FAO's Findings

The UN Food and Agriculture Organisation’s report entitled Stare of Food Insecurity 2009
estimated that 1.02 billion people could be undernourished by the year’s end. This is a huge
increase since 1995-97, when the estimated number was down to 803 million, after a steady
decline over two decades. Moreover, the report suggests that, as a share of the total population
in developing countries, the undernourished have increased from 16 to 18 percent since
2004-06. The alleged increase has been especially rapid in 2008 and 2009 in the wake of
rising fDUd PHCCS a_l'ld thﬂ glﬂhaj ECGHDmiC Cl'iS.IS (SCE Figl_ll'& ] vadﬂaf).

The FAO's Methodology

The FAO's estimates are based on the availability of food in individual countries (own pro-
duction and net imports). The calorie content of the various food items is obtained from
standardised conversion tables, and the distribution of the available calories acrass households
in a country is estimated from household food consumption surveys. Finally, the FAO estab-
lishes a norm for the minimum per-person calorie requirement of an average household. The

hDUSEhOldS thﬂl hﬂVC an imake DFE'!JGFiCS ]JE].DW thﬁ normare CiﬂSSiﬁﬁd as undernourished.

The first thing to note is thart the estimations require a lot of data. However, each step in the
FAO’s calculations is based on more or less ambiguous assumptions and data that have weak
empirical underpinnings. In some instances the darta are indeed downright non-existent.

Food availability is notoriously difficult to estimate in countries lacking scientifically based
methods for acreage inventory (enumeration) and crop yield assessment, as is the case in most
African countries. Moreover, the FAQ estimate of undernourishment in the world in 2009
builds mainly on food production assessments from 2004-06. The distribution of calories
across houscholds in each and every country is estimated on the basis of a handful of food
consumption surveys, most of which were conducted in half a dozen countries some twenty

years ago.

A further methodological flaw in the FAO estimates is that no explicit consideration is made
of the fact that energy (calorie) expenditures, not only intakes, vary across houscholds.
Households have different per-capita calorie requirements (expenditures) because they dif-
fer in terms of age and gender composition, as well as the amount of calories burnt in
physical activities, such as work. People become undernourished when their habitual calorie
intake falls short of whar they require to mainrain a healthy body weight and to sustain the
work needed to earn an income. When this is the case, the imbalance between energy intake
and outtake (expenditures) shows up in loss of body weight (at all ages) and retarded
skeletal growth in children (stunting). These dismal consequences are measured by
anthropometrics.

In order to estimate the prevalence of undernutrition in a country with its own method in a
theoretically correct way, the FAQ would have to know not only the distribution of calorie
intakes across households, but also how this is related to the distribution of calorie expendi-
tures. Such data have never been collected and the FAO simply assigns an arbitrary value to

thiS Cl‘LlCiaJ paramrter ill i[S estimations.

All this means that the FAO calculations of
undernutrition are utterly unreliable. Ro-
bustness tests reveal that even very small
QJ[fnltiDnS iﬂ [hﬂ Uﬂcﬁnail—l VQ_]L[CS Df Ihe
main parameters in the FAO model have
large effects on estimated undernourish-
ment. In light of this, to produce an exact
estimate of 1.02 billion undernourished in
the world in 2009 conveys an impression
Dfl'igﬂur f_hat iS tDtaJIy illusiﬂﬂary_

Different Indicators, Different
Results

There is no doubt that undernutrition is
highly prevalent in many developing coun-
tries. Anthropometric indicators, based on
the measured height and weight of indi-
viduals, are the current standard rools for
estimating its extent. We have anthropo-
metric estimates of the prevalence of child
and, to a lesser extent, maternal undernu-
trition for most developing countries in the
mid 2000s. According to these estimates,
about 30 percent of the children were
stunted (short for age) and 25 percent were
underweight (low weight for age). These
numbers are considerably higher than the
16 percent of the total developing country
population that the FAO estimated to be
undernourished in 2004-06.

Furthermore, the regional difference be-
tween the FAQ estimares and those derived
by the anthropometric method is often strik-
ingly large. The FAO arrives at an estimate
of 23 percent of the population in South
Asia being undernourished and 30 percent
in Sub-Saharan Africa in 2004-06. The
anthropometric evidence suggests the op-
posite ranking, i.e. the prevalence of child
undernutrition as measured by weight for
age in 2005 was almost twice as high in
South Asia (40 percent) as in Sub-Saharan
Africa (24 percent).

At the level of individual countries, the FAO
and anthropometric estimates are also often
impossible to reconcile, as a few examples
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may illustrate. The agency estimated that
in Nigeria, the most populous country in
Sub-Saharan Africa, only 8 percent of the
population was undernourished in 2004-
06. In roughly the same years, 42 percent
of the children were stunted and 25 per-
cent underweight, while 15 percent of
women were underweight. In India, the
country with the highest prevalence of un-
derweight young children (43 percent), as
well as adult women (36 percent) and men
(33 percent), ‘only’ 23 percent of the entire
population was undernourished according

to the FAO.

In most countries for which anthropomet-
riC dam hﬂve bECn CD”ECICC[ at two or more
points in time (about 120), the incidence
of undernutrition has declined.

Iﬂ abDu[ half thE CDuntriﬁS, [he PQCE Df
progress indicates that they are on track to
accomplish the Millennium Development
Goal (MDG) of halving *hunger’ between
1990 and 2015. In many other countries,
including India and most countries in Sub-
Saharan Africa, the decline has been disap-
pointingly slow and on recent trends, the
MDG will be missed. Although some 20
C(]uﬂtl'is hﬂVC mgde no ngress, a fCW Uth’
ers— most notably populous China, butalso
Ghﬂﬂﬂ, Ma_layslﬂ El.nd MexiCD S hﬂve all?.’;d)f
artained the MDG.

Unfortunately, anthropometric surveys are
m.rned out ra[}ler Sporﬂﬂjcﬂ]ly lﬂ maost coun-
tries and so far only a few have been con-
ducted and completed since 2008. This
means that there is yet little possibility to
gauge Whethﬁl' th€ recent fDOd’PFi ce lli.kc
and the ongoing global economic crisis have
SEriDuSly aﬁ-ﬁctsd [hﬁ ﬂutri[iDnﬂi status Df

vulnerable populations.

There are, however, anthropometric surveys
from three African countries, Egypr, Ghana
and Nigeria, carried out in 2008, that pro-
Vidﬁ lndlCaLanS. Iﬂ Egypt, thf iﬂcideﬂcc Of
child stunting and child underweight in-
creased by 4 and 1 percentage points from
2005. In Nigeria there was a small decrease,
while Ghana experienced a notable decline
irl b(]tl'l indicators —Wl’ien Coﬂlpﬂfed to
2003. The little anthropometric evidence
at hand presently does hence not corrobo-
rate the drastic rise in ‘undernourishment’

reported by the FAO.

2 | www.ictsd.org | Summer 2010| No.3

Why Do Methods Matter?

Why should we put more trust in anthropometric indicators than in the FAO’s estimates? A
major advantage with the anthropometric estimates is that the data are simple to obtain free of
measurement error, as only a few pieces of information are required (height, weight and age).

Thi.S .IS SJSO imPﬂﬂﬂJ’lt fOl' Ihﬂ I’IaﬂSp(lI‘EﬂCy le: ﬂlODiIGl'il'lg undern Ll[l'iticll].

MGTEDVEF, E_T]f_hfnpﬂmerric measures pmvld& uSEfL].I IDOIS fo dil’ecting Pﬂli(.'y In Ordﬁf 1o bE
able to design and target interventions in an efficient manner, governments need reliable
answers to a number of questions. They need accurate knowledge of how widespread under-
nutrition is, where it is concentrated, who the undernourished are, and why people are
undﬂrﬂﬂurished. Fcll' ins[anﬁﬁ, if[hﬁ incidﬁﬂce Gfuﬂdﬁfﬂutriti[)n is Vcry hig}] = Sﬂy half[hﬂ
population —interventions have to be undertaken at the national level (e.g. through lowering
consumer food prices). If the prevalence is smaller, 10-15 percent, interventions can be tar-
geted directly to those in need (if identified). This is what Brazil and Mexico have successtully
done in recent years through well-targeted conditional cash transfer programmes.

The FAO method is silent on most of these questions. As the agency admits itself, its method
is only aimed at estimating the share of households in a country that falls below its calorie
norm; undernourished individuals or groups of people cannot be identified.

Poverty, Not Availability, Is the Problem

Finally, on the question of the underlying reasons for undernutrition, the FAO analysis is
misleading. The chief reason, as estimated by the FAO method, is insufficient availability of
lCCIDd i]-] a givﬁﬂ CDuntl'y. HGWEVCI', Cx‘t&nSiV€ Emp“'lcﬂl rESCarCh has Cul‘lvincingl)«' dﬁﬂl(}ﬂ'
strated that the foremost reason is poverty, but also marternal illiteracy and subjugarion, and
iﬂadequate baslc hﬂalr_}l'CHIE facuitiﬁs. EXCEPt .ln CDﬂnECtiDﬂ Wid'l wars S_Ud large nﬂtufﬂl dim—
ters, there is no scarcity of food in any country for those who can afford to buy it. The main

prublem iS affordability, not availability as lel'POITEd by d’lﬂ FAO
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Figure1

FAO: Number of undemnourished people in world 1969-71 to 2009
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Source: The State of Food Insecutity in the World 2009, FAO, 2009




